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Abstract
Clusters of galaxies are the largest self-gravitating struc-
tures in the universe. Each cluster is filled with a large-
scale plasma atmosphere, in which primordial matter is
mixed with matter that has been processed inside stars.
This is a wonderful plasma physics laboratory. Our di-
agnostics are the data we obtain from X-ray and radio
telescopes. The thermal plasma is a strong X-ray source;
from this we determine its density and temperature. Ra-
dio data reveal a relativistic component in the plasma,
and first measurements of the intracluster magnetic field
have now been made. Energization of the particles and
the field must be related to the cosmological evolution
of the cluster. The situation is made even richer by the
few galaxies in each cluster which host radio jets. In these
galaxies, electrodynamics near a massive black hole in the
core of the galaxy lead to a collimated plasma beam which
propagates from the nucleus out to supergalactic scales.
These jets interact with the cluster plasma to form the
structures known as radio galaxies. The interaction dis-
turbs and energizes the cluster plasma. This complicates
the story but also helps us understand both the radio jets
and the cluster plasma.
I Overview
Clusters of galaxies that we see today have been built
up by gravitational collapse of tiny density fluctuations
in the early universe. The galaxies in the cluster swim
in a sea of hot plasma. Because this plasma is easy to
observe, and has been thought to be simple to interpret,
it seems an attractive probe of the cluster structure, and
thus cosmology. However, we need to understand the
plasma before we can use it to study larger questions.
In this paper I review our current knowledge of the
cluster plasma, with emphasis on areas of uncertainty and
areas where input from other arenas of plasma physics
will be particularly helpful. I will use astronomical length
scales. One parsec (pc) is about 3 light-years. The diam-
eter of a typical galaxy ∼ 30 kpc. The length of a radio
jet ranges from a few to a few hundred kpc. The diam-
eter of a cluster core ∼ 0.5Mpc, while the entire cluster
extends out to >∼ 2 Mpc. An astronomical unit (AU)
is the distance from the earth to the sun, ∼ 5µpc. The
gravitational radius of a massive black hole ∼ 1− 10AU.
A Clusters of galaxies
Clusters of galaxies are the density maxima in the large-
scale distribution of mass in the universe. The largest,
brightest clusters are called “rich”; they are the easiest
to study. Much of the gravitating matter in any cluster
is “dark”, meaning it does not radiate in any detectable
band; it is thought to be non-baryonic. Some of the lu-
minous, baryonic matter formed the stars within galax-
ies; the rest remained as the diffuse plasma atmosphere
of the cluster. This Mpc-scale plasma is easily detected
with X-ray telescopes, and is commonly referred to as the
Intra-Cluster Medium (ICM).
B Jets from galactic cores
A few galaxies within the cluster host Active Galactic Nu-
clei (AGN) in their cores. The combined action of gravity
and angular momentum forces galactic matter into an ac-
cretion disk around a massive central black hole. Electro-
dynamic forces drive jets of relativistic plasma out from
the disk. These jets, which begin on µpc scales, remain
collimated while propagating to much larger scales (kpc
to Mpc). They are most often detected by their radio
synchrotron emission, thus are called “radio jets”. They
usually escape their parent galaxy and interact with the
local ICM. The beautiful structures formed when the jets
interact with the ICM are called “radio galaxies”.
C The plasmas in this environment
In many ways the study of the cluster-wide plasma is still
in its infancy. We are gathering data and trying to under-
stand the basic physical state of the plasma. Much of the
cluster plasma is well thermalized, obeying a Maxwellian
distribution function (DF) at warm, but subrelativistic,
temperatures. We know the plasma is magnetized, but as
yet we know little about the strength or structure of the
field. The plasma may also contain a relativistic compo-
nent, with a non-thermal DF, in which the internal energy
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per particle is much greater than the rest mass.
The study of radio jets is somewhat more mature. We
know the jet plasma contains highly relativistic particles,
again with a non-thermal DF. It is not clear whether it
contains any cooler or subrelativistic component. The jet
plasma is magnetized, probably at approximate equipar-
tition levels. Current work in this field is aimed at un-
derstanding the energetics and stability of these well-
collimated plasma flows.
II Diagnostic tools
This relatively new field is driven by data taken with radio
and X-ray telescopes. These observations can be grouped
into four types of diagnostics. All apply to the cluster
plasma; only one or two apply to radio jets.
A Thermal X-ray emission
This is our main diagnostic for the cluster plasma. Several
generations of X-ray satellites have enabled detailed study
of the thermal component of the plasma.1
Thermal bremsstrahlung from a plasma at density n
and temperature T has emissivity,
ǫbrem(ν) ∝ n
2g(ν, T )e−hν/kT (1)
where g is slow function of frequency and temperature.2
Broad-band X-ray images of nearby clusters are well
resolved spatially, showing that most rich clusters are reg-
ularly shaped and quasi-spherical. Figure 1 shows an ex-
ample. Straightforward deprojection of the data tells us
the density structure of the thermal ICM. X-ray spectra
can also be obtained, with moderate spatial resolution, re-
vealing spectral lines from highly ionized heavy elements
in addition to pure bremsstrahlung. From these data we
determine the temperature and composition of the ther-
mal ICM.
B Synchrotron emission
Thus is our main diagnostic for radio jets, which are
bright enough that high quality images can be obtained
with radio interferometers.3 Synchrotron emission from
some jets can also be detected in the optical (and possi-
bly X-ray) bands.
In addition, synchrotron emission has now been de-
tected from the diffuse plasma in some clusters of galaxies.4
When this emission extends throughout the thermal ICM,
and is called a “radio halo”. In other clusters, it sits on
the edge of the cluster, and is called a “radio relic”; in
still other clusters, the emission seems to be patchy and
irregular relative to ICM.
Figure 1 The regular cluster A2163. Contours are from the X-
ray image, showing the distribution of bremsstrahlung from the hot,
thermal plasma. False-color image8 is the radio emission, showing
diffuse synchrotron from the relativistic, magnetized component of
the plasma. The bright radio spots are individual cluster galaxies
or background sources. The scale of the image ∼ 1 Mpc. X-ray
data from the ROSAT archive.
What can we learn about the emitting plasma? Syn-
chrotron emission comes from relativistic particles in a
magnetized plasma. The emission from a single particle
peaks at ν ∝ γ2B. A useful way to write the emissivity
is
ǫsy(ν) ∝ B
1/2ν1/2n[γ(ν;B)] (2)
if n[γ(ν;B)] is the number of particles at energy γ which
radiate at ν in a magnetic field B. Thus, detection of
diffuse synchrotron emission is a direct detection of mag-
netic field and relativistic electrons.
Two details will be useful below. If we assume the
usual power-law electron DF, n(γ) ∝ γ−s, we find a
power-law radiation spectrum: ǫsy(ν) ∝ ν
−(s−1)/2. If
we further assume s ≃ 3, which is typical of cluster ra-
dio haloes, we find ǫsy(ν) ∝ prelpBν
−1. The emissivity
in this case depends on the product of the pressures in
relativistic particles and field.
C Faraday rotation
Polarized synchrotron emission from radio galaxies in clus-
ters allows us to measure the magnetic field in the plasma
between us and the galaxy.
The different phase speeds of right-hand and left-hand
polarized signals, in a magnetized plasma, result in ro-
tation of the plane of linear polarization as the signal
propagates through the plasma. The polarization angle
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χ rotates by
dχ
dλ2
∝
∫
nB · dl (3)
Because of the algebraic sign in the inner product, and
the possibility of an (n,B) anticorrelation, the integral in
(3) can be much smaller than the simple product n|B|l.
Thus, detection of Faraday rotation is a detection of mag-
netic field, but the converse does not hold.
If the plasma responsible for the Faraday effect is sepa-
rate from the emission source, the signal will obey χ ∝ λ2;
if the radio-loud plasma itself causes the rotation, the
simple λ2 behavior will be lost. Faraday measurements
of radio galaxies within or behind clusters of galaxies usu-
ally show the clear λ2 behavior, supporting their use as
probes of the ICM.
Radio sources in clusters generally have larger Fara-
day rotation than those not in clusters. Imaging stud-
ies of embedded sources find the rotation is ordered, not
random, with order scale ∼ 3 − 30 kpc. High rotation
is detected from the dense, central “cooling cores” (see
below), while lower rotations are found from sources in
lower density environments.5
D Nonthermal X-ray emission
X-ray spectra of the ICM show a hard X-ray (HXR)
“tail” on the thermal bremsstrahlung spectrum. This has
only been confirmed for a few clusters,6 but detecting
such a faint signal is difficult even with the new X-ray
instruments available. In addition, extreme-ultraviolet
(EUV) emission has been reported from several clusters,
but these are also difficult observations, and the detec-
tions remain controversial.7 The paucity of captured HXR
or EUV photons has not, however, inhibited modeling and
speculation on the nature of this emission.
The most attractive explanation is that this high-
energy emission arises from inverse Compton scattering
(ICS) of microwave background photons (relic radiation
from the very early universe, now cooled to 2.7K) by rel-
ativistic electrons. The emission from a single particle
peaks at ν ∝ γ2νo, if νo is the frequency of the incoming
photons. The ICS emissivity per particle, in a radiation
field with energy density Urad, can be written,
ǫics ∝ Urad(νoν)
1/2n[γ(ν; νo)] (4)
As with synchrotron, if we assume n(γ) ∝ γ−s, we again
get a scattered power law: ǫics(ν) ∝ ν
−(s−1)/2. Because
Urad is fixed, detection of ICS from a cluster is a direct
detection of relativistic electrons in the cluster plasma.
III The intracluster plasma
From the X-ray luminosity and spectra, we know that the
ICM is dominated by a hot, thin maxwellian plasma, at
n ∼ 10−4−10−3cm−3 and T ∼ 107−108K. It is almost all
hydrogen, with heavier trace elements at approximately
half solar abundance. The temperature and composition
are approximately uniform throughout the cluster, with
only small spatial variations. The density is centrally
enhanced, with a central core radius ∼ 0.1−0.3 Mpc, and
falls off at larger radii, as ∝ r−2 or faster. The cluster
A2163 in Figure 1 is a good example.
From the composition of the ICM we infer its ori-
gins. The very lightest elements (H, He, and very small
amounts of Li and Be) are primordial – relics of nuclear
reactions in the very early universe – while the heavier
elements are created inside stars. It follows that about
half of the ICM is primordial, having taken part in the
original gravitational collapse of the dark matter. The
other half of the ICM must have been processed by stars
in the cluster galaxies. Massive stars are short-lived, and
at death recycle most of their mass to the interstellar
medium in their galaxy. Much of this material must have
been stripped or ejected from the galaxies, and joined the
diffuse ICM, in order to account for the current chemical
composition of the cluster plasma.
A Dynamical state
It was initially thought that clusters of galaxies are static,
self-gravitating systems, decoupled from the larger scale
universe. We now know this is only approximately true;
but it is still useful as a “zero-order” description.
Most rich clusters have smooth, centrally concentrated
distributions of gas and galaxies within the cluster core.
The thermodynamics of the ICM seem simple. It was
heated in the initial gravitational collapse of the cluster.
Lacking present-day heating sources, the ICM remains
at that temperature today because radiative losses are
unimportant over the life of the cluster. The dynamical
state of the ICM also seems very simple. The dark matter
determines the gravitational potential. The ICM sits in
hydrostatic equilibrium in the potential well of the dark
matter:
∇2Φ = 4πρdark ; ∇picm = −ρicm∇Φ (5)
Simple solutions to the first equation show a characteristic
core radius of the gravitating matter, which depends on
its central density and internal energy. Simple solutions
to the second equation find the core radius of the dark
matter is also the core radius of the cluster plasma.
1 Cooling cores
An interesting subset of rich clusters deviate from this
simple picture; they have an unusually dense central con-
centration of plasma. Radiative cooling is important in
these cores. Unless there is ongoing heating, the central
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gas should be quite cool. In addition, the simple sys-
tem (5) no longer describes the central ICM. Instead one
expects radiatively regulated inflow, with the gas slowly
settling into the center as its pressure support is lost.
Simple models predict typical inflows of several hundred
solar masses per year in strong cooling cores.9
This overly simple picture has not been supported by
observations.10 Extensive searches have failed to find the
large amount of cooled matter predicted to have accumu-
lated in the cores (either as cold plasma or as recently
formed stars). In addition, we now know that radio-loud
AGN exist in almost every cooling core; their jets may be
important in heating the central ICM and offsetting the
radiative losses.
2 Mergers: flows, shocks and cool fronts
We now know that clusters are still evolving, as small and
large clumps of matter continue to merge with the system.
We believe minor mergers are common in most clusters
at the present time. Many clusters show subtle signs of
this, such as bimodal galaxy distributions, or small irreg-
ularities in the plasma distribution. Simulations11 show
that large-scale bulk plasma flows and small-scale turbu-
lence should be common; unfortunately these are hard to
measure directly.
A few clusters are undergoing major mergers, in which
two mass clumps of comparable size are merging at the
present day. These have clear observational signatures.
Perhaps the most striking are the large, peripheral shocks
created when the two clumps hit supersonically. A2256,
shown in Figure 2, is a striking example. The shock can
be seen in the X-ray image as a bright, transverse feature
on the edge of the cluster. Temperature maps show this
feature is hotter than the rest of the cluster plasma.12 Ra-
dio maps show this feature is bright in synchrotron emis-
sion (see below), and that its magnetic field is ordered,
parallel to the bright emission ridge13,14. Both results
support the identification of this structure as a very large
(∼ 0.5Mpc) plasma shock.
Recent X-ray data reveal new, quite unexpected fea-
tures, now called “cool fronts”.15 Some merging clusters
contain very thin, large-scale contact discontinuities, un-
resolved at a few kpc, between cool and warm plasma.
Their concave shape initially suggested a bow shock, but
the sign of temperature jump was found to be wrong.
Plasma behind the front turns out to be cooler, not hot-
ter, than that ahead of the front. These are now believed
to be due to subsonic mergers, in which the cooler core
of one cluster is moving through warmer gas in another
cluster, rather like slow fluid flow around a smooth rock.
Figure 2 A2256 is an example of a merging cluster. False-
color shows radio synchrotron emission from the nonthermal
component.14 Contours show X-ray emission from the thermal
plasma. The thermal plasma shows some distortion, to the up-
per right, where the plasma is hotter. The radio emission, however,
reveals a large, offset feature which is thought to be a shock created
by the merger. A fainter radio halo, central to the cluster, can also
be seen, as well as individual radio galaxies within the cluster core.
The scale of the image ∼ 1 Mpc. X-ray data from the ROSAT
archive.
B Magnetic field
We are learing that the ICM is magnetized, as we detect
both synchrotron emission and Faraday rotation from the
plasma. Unfortunately, neither diagnostic allows clear
determination of the strength or structure of the cluster
field.
1 Derived from radio haloes
Diffuse synchrotron emission traces both the magnetic
field and relativistic particles in the ICM. The intensity
of the radiation depends on both components; without
additional information we cannot determine the energy
density in the field or the particles. One common ap-
proach in radio astronomy is to minimize the total non-
thermal pressure (prel + pB), subject to the constraint
of the observed emissivity (as in equation 2). Because
this analysis leads to comparable field and particle en-
ergies, it is called “equipartition”. If HXR emission is
also detected from the cluster, its strength can be used
to find the relativistic electron density (from equation 4),
allowing the field to be determined from the synchrotron
emission. When a uniform, homogeneous magnetic field
is assumed, both methods tend to find B ∼ 0.1−0.5µG.16
Radio halo observations provide only indirect informa-
tion on the field structure. Although synchrotron emis-
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sion from a uniform magnetic field is highly polarized, the
haloes are unpolarized. It follows that several field rever-
sals must occur along the line of sight within the cluster,
or transversely within the resolution of the observations.
From this we can infer the field order scale is no larger
than ∼ tens of kpc.
2 Derived from Faraday rotation
In order to use Faraday data to measure the cluster field,
one must know the structure of the field and the degree to
which it mixes with the cluster plasma (equation 3). Most
work has made the simplest assumption, that the cluster
field is disordered, space-filling and well mixed with the
thermal ICM. It is also common to identify the order
scale apparent in the RM images, ∼ 10 kpc, with the
order scale of the magnetic field. This approach finds
fields ∼ few µG throughout the cluster core, and higher
fields (tens of µG) in the dense cooling cores.17,18
However, it is not clear if the magnetic field inferred
from RM data reflects the field throughout the cluster.
There may be a boundary layer in which magnetic field
carried out by the radio jet mixes with the ICM. In addi-
tion, the radio jet will deposit energy to the local plasma,
thereby driving turbulence and amplifying smaller, seed
fields there. If either of these effects is important, the ro-
tation measures may not be typical of conditions through-
out the cluster. Statistical studies of radio sources behind
(not inside of) clusters could in principle detect “uncon-
taminated” cluster field, but such studies have so far have
been inconclusive.18,19
C Relativistic plasma
We are learning that the ICM can contain a significant
fraction of highly relativistic particles; in some clusters
we have detected synchrotron and HXR emission from
these particles. We do not yet know how common, or
how significant, this component is in all clusters.
1 A significant component?
As yet we know very little in detail about this relativis-
tic plasma. We do know that electrons at Lorentz fac-
tors ∼ 103 − 104 are required to account for the syn-
chrotron emission, and also to produce the HXR emis-
sion by Compton scattering of the microwave background.
The electron DF is not known with certainty. By analogy
to galactic cosmic rays and to radio jets, the particle DF
in the haloes is often assumed to be a power law, with
an unknown low-energy cutoff. The energy density of the
relativistic electrons is at least a few percent of that in
the thermal plasma, in clusters with detected HXR. It
could be larger if the low-energy cutoff is chosen less con-
servatively. We have no information on relativistic ions
in the cluster plasma. Galactic cosmic rays contain ∼ 100
times more energy in baryons than in leptons. If this is
also true for the cluster, the relativistic component of the
plasma is indeed important energetically.
2 A universal component?
It is not yet clear if the ICM in every cluster has a strong
relativistic component. Because very few haloes or relics
were initially detected, they were thought to be rare. If
this is the case, they must be due to an unusual recent
event in the cluster’s life, such as a major merger. On
the other hand, more haloes are being found, and the
data available at present hint at a correlation between
synchrotron and X-ray power in rich clusters.3,20 If this
trend is verified when more data become available, it
strongly suggests that the nonthermal component is com-
mon to all clusters, and probably simply a by-product of
cluster “weather”. Our uncertainty reflects the fact that
the observations necessary to detect diffuse synchrotron
emission from the cluster plasma are difficult and time-
consuming; they are only beginning to be carried out
systematically.21 We must wait a few years, until work
currently underway has been carried out, before we can
say whether diffuse synchrotron emission is common to
all rich clusters, or is found only in a special few.
3 Origins and energization
If radio haloes and relics turn out to be common, then
the relativistic electrons have a lifetime problem. Their
radiative lifetime (to ICS on the microwave background)
is about one percent of the age of the cluster. Because
radio haloes extend throughout the cluster volume, their
electrons cannot have been injected or accelerated at some
special point in the cluster (such as an active galaxy or a
large-scale merger shock). Their diffusion rate is too slow,
and for electrons is limited by the radiative lifetime; we
would expect the radio emission to be localized around
the injection point. Thus, relic sources may be due to one
localized event, but halo sources cannot be. The electrons
in radio haloes must be undergoing in situ energization
in the diffuse cluster plasma.
D An example: the Coma cluster
There are not yet enough well-measured halo clusters to
draw broad conclusions about the nonthermal plasma.
We can, however, look at one nearby, well-studied ob-
ject. The thermal plasma in the Coma cluster has a
smooth, regular structure. Its core has radius ∼ 300
kpc, n = .003cm−3, T ∼ 9 × 107K22. It has detected
HXR emission (whose spatial extent is unknown). It has
a smooth radio halo, extending throughout thermal gas
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halo. Radio galaxies within the core have Faraday rota-
tion values typical of other rich clusters, although sources
in this cluster have not been studied in as much detail as
elsewhere.17,18,23
The simplest model of the ICM in Coma would be a
uniform, space-filling magnetic field, fully mixed with the
thermal and nonthermal plasmas. With this assumption,
one can determine B from the ratio of ICS to synchrotron
power (equations 2 and 4); the result is B ∼ 0.2µG.
This disagrees, however, with the Faraday data. If the
field has an order scale ∼ 10 kpc (consistent with other
Faraday studies and the lack of polarization), and is well
mixed with the thermal plasma, we need B ∼ 2µG. This
factor of ten discrepancy is unsatisfying (even in astro-
physics), and suggests the model is wrong. In fact, the
uniform, space-filling magnetic field is physically unlikely.
We know magnetic fields elsewhere (such as turbulent
or space plasmas) are inhomogeneous, with high-field,
high-current filaments, placed intermittently throughout
a lower-field region24.
Consider, therefore, a two-phase plasma as our toy
model. Let high-field flux ropes be surrounded by low-
field interfilament regions, with the two phases in pressure
balance. We want the filaments to have a covering factor
at least unity (so that any line of sight will show Faraday
rotation). The volume filling factor must be ∼ 0.1−0.5 for
the length scales (10 & 300 kpc) used in this toy model.
The filaments can account for the Faraday signal if they
are internally magnetized, with B ∼ 30µG and pth ≪ pB
inside the filament. Only a small fractional pressure in
relativistic electrons is required also to account for the
radio halo. The HXR is dominated by relativistic elec-
trons in the interfilament region. The minimum energy
density needed there, to explain the HXR emission, is
∼ 1% of the thermal plasma energy density. As discussed
above, this value could be much larger.
IV The plasma in radio jets
Radio jets are well-collimated, relativistic outflows, which
begin on black-hole scales (several µpc), and propagate to
extragalactic scales. Bright features (waves or shocks) in
the inner ( <∼ kpc) jet show high-speed outward motion,
at bulk Lorentz factor ∼ 3− 10,
We detect jets by their synchrotron radiation. We
therefore know they contain a magnetized, internally rela-
tivistic plasma. This radiation is strongly polarized, from
which we deduce the field is well-ordered. This is our only
diagnostic: there is no internal Faraday rotation, nor any
compelling evidence as yet that the HXR seen from a
few jets are due to ICS. High resolution images show the
plasma is inhomogeneous, with luminous filaments that
probably trace high-B regions. There are hints that the
plasma is mostly or fully relativistic, with no signficant
cooler, thermal component. Indirect arguments suggest
the plasma is within a factor ∼ 10 of equipartition be-
tween the magnetic field and relativistic electrons. The
equipartition fields are typically ∼ 10 − 100µG on kpc-
Mpc scales, and larger in the galactic core.
Models of jet creation suggest even more extreme con-
ditions might exist.25 Electrodynamic or MHD accelera-
tion is the most likely close to the black hole. Such jets
may carry a net current from the galactic nucleus out to
extragalactic scales. The return path is not clear, but
it is probably established through the interaction of the
jet with the ambient plasma. Some models start with a
strong Poynting flux jet; subsequent pair creation will
produce an electron-positron jet. Alternatively, mass-
loading by entrainment from the ambient plasma may
turn these into electron-ion jets by the time we observe
them on extragalactic scales.
A Energetics
Two issues deserve mention here. How much energy does
the jet deposit in the ICM? How does the jet convert
flow energy in situ to internal energy of the relativistic
particles and magnetic field?
1 Energy carried by the jet
What energy does the jet carry? We can write it down
easily enough:
Pj = πr
2γ2βc
(
ρc2 + 4p+
B2
4π
)
(6)
assuming an internally relativistic plasma and using ideal
MHD. But Pj can only be determined indirectly in most
cases. The luminosity of the associated radio galaxy,
which is easy to observe, is at best an indirect probe of
Pj . It depends on the particle and field history of the
source as well as current conditions in the jet. Nonethe-
less, estimates such as Prad ∼ 10
−2Pj are common in the
literature. Such estimates may be useful statistically, but
they can hardly describe a single source at any given time.
Going beyond this, some authors have invoked simple dy-
namical models of the larger radio source, for instance
what Pj must have been in order for the jet to propa-
gate a given distance in a given time. Such estimates are
unsatisfying because they rely on important issues which
are hard to determine, such as source age or AGN duty
cycle.
2 Internal Energization
Some of the energy flowing in the jet must be converted
in situ to relativistic particles and magnetic field. This is
needed to offset both expansion and radiative losses.
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The jets expand dramatically between their origin at
the accretion disk and when they become observable as
radio jets. They continue to expand, albeit more slowly,
out to much larger, extragalactic scales. If the flow were
adiabatic, the plasma would cool during the expansion
and the B field would decay by flux freezing. The obser-
vations clearly contradict this: the synchrotron emissivity
does not decay significantly going along the jet.26
Radiative losses are also relevant. If the magnetic field
is not too far from the equipartition value, the radiative
lifetime of the relativistic electrons is less than the travel
time along the jet. This predicts a gradual steepening of
the spectrum, going along the jet (as the particles lose
energy), followed by a frequency-dependent end to the
emissivity. This again contradicts the observations. Thus
it seems very likely that in situ energization is taking
place in radio jets on >∼ kpc scales.
B An example: M87
This galaxy, in the core of the Virgo cluster, is one of the
closest AGN. Synchrotron emission from its jet (shown in
Figure 3) has been detected in optical, radio and X-ray
bands.27,28 What do we know about this jet?
Figure 3 The jet in the nearby active galaxy M87, shown in a
radio image from the VLA27. The bright spot at left is coincident
with the massive black hole in the galactic core. Most of the bright
features show relativistic proper motions away from the core29. The
scale of the image ∼ 1.5 kpc.
Some answers come from direct measurement. Well
resolved radio and optical images show significant inter-
nal structure, bright knots and filaments, within a jet
which initially expands slowly, then collimates at a bright
feature which may be a transverse shock. Images taken
several years apart reveal temporal variability of bright
knots, as well as systematic outwards motion at γ ∼ 3.
Some answers come from basic synchrotron theory.
The minimum-pressure field B ∼ 250µG along the jet.
The electron DF extends from γ ∼ 2000 (radio-loud par-
ticles) through γ ∼ 106 (optical-loud), and probably up to
γ ∼ 2× 107 (X-ray loud). If the underlying B field is not
too variable, the synchrotron spectrum reveals the elec-
tron DF, which can be approximated as a broken power
law over this energy range. We can also derive a reliable
lower bound to jet power from this analysis. Referring to
(6), Pj >∼ 4πr
2γ2βpminc >∼ 3 × 10
44erg/s, which is larger
than the X-ray luminosity from the inner core of the Virgo
cluster.30
Further analysis is possible in the context of a physical
model. A “double helix” structure is apparent in both op-
tical and radio images of the jet. It can be identified as a
combination of helical and elliptical wave modes. If these
modes are caused by the Kelvin-Helmholtz (KH) insta-
bility and are close to internal resonance (the maximum
growth rate), their measured wavelengths and speeds al-
low determination of the plasma parameters. With such
analysis, one can estimate the jet Mach numbers (both
internal and external). We31 estimate the sound speed
in the jet plasma to be cs ∼ 0.2 − 0.5c; thus the internal
plasma is quite hot but not highly relativistic. It must
contain a cooler component in addition to the very en-
ergetic particles which make the synchrotron radiation.
The external plasma is cooler, cs ∼ .05c, and thus at
higher density than the jet, but not as cool or dense as
the central ICM in Virgo. This suggests that the plasma
from the radio jet has partially mixed with the ambient
cluster plasma. New X-ray images31 support this, reveal-
ing that the local plasma is disturbed and disordered on
this scale.
C Jets in the ICM
When the jet propagates to extragalactic scales, it inter-
acts with the ambient cluster plasma and forms the beau-
tiful structure known as a radio galaxy (RG). We expect
this interaction to heat the cluster plasma; eventually the
plasma and field carried by the jet should be deposited
in the cluster plasma. Just how this will happen depends
on how the jet propagates into the ICM and whether it
is subject to disruptive instabilities.
1 Propagation and stability
Radio jets are subject to several potentially disruptive in-
stabilities. We know jets propagate at high speeds into
the cluster plasma. They will therefore be subject to
shear-driven MHD instabilities. Extensive analysis of the
KH instability has been applied to jets, including magne-
tized jets and relativistic jets.33 This work suggests that
weakly magnetized jets are most stable when they are
supersonic, but that poloidally magnetized jets are most
stable when they are subalfvenic. In addition, a jet which
is denser than its immediate surroundings tends to be
more stable. One might speculate that local changes in
the Alfven mach number, or ambient density, trigger in-
stability in a propagating jet.
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In addition, jets may carry a net current. Although
this has not received as much attention in the literature,
some authors have suggested it34, as do most MHD or ED
models of jet formation.25 Current-carrying jets are sub-
ject to another class of instabilities. While such instabili-
ties have been extensively studied in laboratory plasmas,
they have received less attention in laboratory jets. Some
interesting recent work35 suggests that the kink insta-
bility will be the most important for radio jets, but that
instead of fully disrupting the jet it may lead to increased
internal dissipation and expansion of the jet, followed by
recollimation. An interesting further speculation is that
the jet may undergo magnetic relaxation, perhaps trig-
gered by an instability, and evolve into a minimum energy
state when it reaches large scales.36
2 Three types of sources
Given the range of possible instabilites, one wonders how
a jet can manage to propagate at all. This is not yet
solved; neither analytic theory or numerical simulation
can address the entire issue. Some insight may be gained
from a qualitative study of source morphology. Radio
galaxies can be divided into three classes, based on their
morphology, which have some correlations with radio power
and parent galaxy size.3,37 These three classes seem to re-
flect the development of instabilities in the jet.
Jets which remain stable Consider a jet which is not
disrupted by any fluid or current instability (for instance a
highly supersonic fluid jet). The rate at which its leading
edge propagates into the ICM is governed by momentum
conservation. Its advance speed may be supersonic with
respect to the ICM, but subsonic with respect to the jet
plasma, causing two shock transitions. A bow shock prop-
agates into the ICM, and a quasi-transverse shock stands
close to the end of the jet. This latter shock can be a
site of strong, local particle acceleration, as well as mag-
netic field amplification, thus producing the radio bright
spot characteristic of many classical-double RGs (Figure
4 shows one example). The jet plasma which has passed
through this shock, and decelerated, will expand laterally,
forming the “lobes” which characterize this type of RG.
Jets with saturated instabilities Alternatively, if con-
ditions (such as density contrast or Mach number) are
different, instabilities may affect the jet close to its ori-
gin. If the jet is subsonic, KH instabilities might lead to
the development of turbulence, causing the jet gradually
to widen and entrain local cluster plasma. A few RG’s do
show the gradual, smooth broadening which this model
predicts. In many others, however, the jets show a sud-
den and dramatic change, starting narrow and well colli-
mated, then quickly flaring out to become a broader, but
Figure 4 The classical double radio galaxy, Cygnus A. The cen-
tral bright spot is coincident with the galactic core; extremely
well collimated jets propagate to each side, impacting the ambi-
ent plasma via shocks at the outer radio-bright spots. VLA image
courtesy of C. Carilli and R. Perley (NRAO/AUI).
again stable, flow. Figure 5 shows one example. These
“tailed” sources are not yet understood, but it may be
that they represent the sudden onset of an instability
which saturates without fully disrupting the flow.
Figure 5 The tailed radio galaxy, 3C465, in a VLA radio image.17
Two narrow, straight jets emanate from the galactic core (central
bright spot in the upper left). These jets apparently go unstable,
forming two more radio-loud spots close to the core, after which the
flow continues in a more diffuse manner. The image ∼ 200 kpc on
a side.
Jets which disrupt strongly A third possibility is
that the jet is strongly disrupted close to its origin, and
cannot stabilize again. In this case the matter and energy
flowing in the jet will be decollimated, impacting the lo-
cal plasma in a more diffuse flow. One expects the RG
to evolve more as a “bubble”, growing with time as en-
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ergy enters from the center, possibly with plasma mixing
across its outer edge. A few such RG’s are known, all
in special environments: they are attached to the central
galaxy in a cooling core. We must surmise that something
unusual in conditions there leads to this disruption. An
example is the jet in M87, which disrupts within a few
kpc of the galactic core, creating the halo source shown
in Figure 6.
Figure 6 The large-scale radio halo in M87, in an image from
the VLA.30 The inner jet, shown in Figure 3, disrupts very close to
the galactic core. The plasma flow appears to continue in a much
less ordered fashion, forming this “bubble” which has partly mixed
with the ambient thermal plasma. The image ∼ 80 kpc on a side.
3 Impact on the ICM?
In order to understand how the jet affects the ICM, we
need to know its power (equation 6), and also if and where
that power is deposited in the ICM. While this last ques-
tion is currently under active debate, some general com-
ments can be made. Jets which disrupt strongly, and
form “bubble” RG’s, must be interacting strongly with
the local ICM. We expect the strongest and most local-
ized heating in these cases. Jets which remain stable or
quasi-stable out to extragalactic scales may tend to push
the ambient plasma aside, but not mix with it strongly
(except for shear-surface or mixing instabilities along the
lobes or tails).38 We might expect weaker local heating of
the ambient plasma in these cases, although the jet and
cluster plasmas must eventually mix. The energy deposi-
tion may simply occur on larger scales for these types of
RG’s.
V Issues and Controversies
Although we have known about the radio jets and the
cluster plasma for about 30 years (since they were de-
tected with radio interferometers and X-ray satellites, re-
spectively), the physical picture is still unclear. I present
a few problems currently under discussion.
A Transport Physics
It is not clear whether collisional transport can be applied
to all problems in the cluster environment.
In the context of cooling flows, many authors have
noted that heat transport at the rate allowed by Spitzer
conductivity would stop the putative strong cooling and
inflow. Many cooling flow models simply ignored thermal
conduction. Some authors suggested that magnetic fields
could lower the conduction orders of magnitude below the
Spitzer value (as needed to preserve the early models).
Other authors modelled heat transport assuming various
descriptions of a disordered magnetic field. No clear con-
sensus has emerged but most workers find a tangled field
will lead to only a modest suppression of heat flow rel-
ative to the Spitzer value.39. There has also been some
work on suppression of heat flow by plasma instabilities,
again without a clear consensus.40.
Changing views on cooling cores, in particular the in-
ability to find the large reservoir of cooled gas, may make
this problem seem less critical. However, the new detec-
tion of cold fronts again raises the issue. These fronts are
thinner than the Coulomb mean free path, which is ∼ 10
kpc in the cluster plasma. They must be protected from
heat transport at the Spitzer level; indeed, they must be
collisionless discontinuities. They have been modelled in
terms of strongly sheared magnetic fields, parallel to the
cold front15; I am not aware of any modelling address-
ing whether plasma turbulence might support such a thin
front.
B Magnetic Field Maintenance
There are many questions yet to answer here. We do not
even know the structure of the cluster magnetic field. Is
it strongly filamented? Is it enhanced local to embedded
radio galaxies? Have we correctly identified its order scale
at the small, ∼ 10 kpc value from the Faraday observa-
tions? Or is it not a coincidence, that this scale is similar
to the Coulomb mean free path?
We must also ask about the origin and maintenance
of the field. Some authors envision the field as primor-
dial, enhanced by the collapse of the cluster. However,
if the order scale of the field is ∼ 10 kpc, the turbulent
dissipation time will be short compared to the cluster life.
One possibility is that turbulence or flows in the cluster
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support the field. Turbulence can take a small seed field
(say from early-epoch galaxy ejecta) and, given enough
time, enhance it to reach approximate equipartion with
the kinetic energy of the flow.24,41 An alternative view
is that the field and flux have been injected from active
galaxies.42 The second picture may have trouble explain-
ing how the magnetized jet plasma can mix effectively
with the cluster plasma to maintain fields throughout the
cluster. The first picture is appealing to me, but our lack
of understanding of turbulence in the ICM has made it
hard to test quantitatively.
C Particle acceleration
From cosmic rays to clusters of galaxies, this is an impor-
tant topic in plasma astrophysics. How does the plasma
maintain a significant, nonthermal population of highly
relativistic particles, against radiative losses and thermal-
izing collisions? There must exist a mechanism which
preferentially energizes particles already at high energies;
otherwise we would simply see plasma heating.
There are several “usual culprits”. Shock acceleration
can occur via Fermi acceleration, that is multiple scat-
terings, across the shock face, in quasi-parallel shocks; or
along the shock face, using the induced potential drop, in
quasi-perpendicular shocks. Plasma turbulent accelera-
tion has been proposed in many forms. This is a stochas-
tic process, in which fluctuating electric fields in plasma
waves slowly energize the particles. For relativistic parti-
cles, the cyclotron resonance with Alfven waves is usually
proposed; but transit time damping in strong turbulence
has also been suggested. Electrodynamic acceleration is
possible if an ordered electric field exists, such as in cur-
rent sheets or double layers. Reconnection acceleration is
a variant of this last.
Acceleration in radio galaxies has been an ongoing
question. Both shock and turbulent acceleration have
been suggested. Some of the issue is determining from
the dynamics what acceleration sites can exist away from
the black hole. Shocks can be identified in the outer hot
spots in classical double RG’s (as in Figure 4);3 some au-
thors suggest the bright knots in jets (as in Figure 3) are
also shocks.43 However, there is not always evidence for an
ordered shock at acceleration sites. Other authors44 pro-
pose turbulent acceleration, possibly related to the outer
shear layer of the jet.
The case is less clear for the cluster plasma, because
it is not yet established whether nonthermal plasma is
common or rare. Several authors (like myself) believe it
will turn out to be common, in which case in situ accel-
eration is also needed in the cluster. Once again both
shock acceleration45 and turbulent acceleration46 have
been invoked. Probably both are occurring. Large, or-
dered shocks are expected in major mergers, while smaller
shocks as well as turbulence are expected more generally
in smaller mergers. Because smaller mergers seem to be so
common, and particle acceleration a direct consequence,
it seems likely that the ICM in most clusters must contain
a relativistic component.
D Energy Sources for the ICM
Our picture of clusters has changed. Early work in the
field assumed that clusters were static, self-contained en-
tities in which nothing much had happened since their
creation. We now know that they are dynamic and still
evolving. In particular, the cluster plasma is being en-
ergized from within and without. We can identify three
drivers operating today; the challenge is to quantify them.17
The first comes from normal galaxies within the clus-
ter. As they move through the cluster plasma, they drive
turbulence and possibly bow shocks in that plasma. This
must be operating in every cluster. Because galaxy count-
ing and galaxy masses are well understood, this effect can
be estimated quantitatively; it turns out to be only of
modest importance.
A second driver is active galaxies in the cluster. As
discussed above, the mass and energy driven out in their
jets must eventually be deposited in the ICM. These galax-
ies are rare, only about one per rich cluster, with some
tendency to be located in the core. In addition to the
jet power, we must determine the duty cycle of an AGN.
Models of radio galaxies suggest they are short-lived com-
pared to the cluster; it may be that the galactic core is
“active” only part of the time. These problems are not
yet well understood.
Finally, the ICM must be energized at present by the
motions of clumps of dark matter which continue to merge
with the cluster. General cosmological studies, which con-
strain how often clumps merge and the energy per clump,
suggest plenty of energy is available to the ICM at the
present time. However, we do not yet understand the de-
tails. Numerical simulations are the best tool here; but
they are only beginning to address important details such
as the small-scale motions of the dark matter and the ef-
ficiency with which it couples to the cluster plasma.
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